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In this study, the researcher conducts semi-structured interviews with sixteen 
international graduate students at University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill to understand 
their information seeking behavior when choosing a career path. A detailed investigation 
of their information needs, information resources, and information barriers is done to 
understand international graduate students’ academic information use. The result of this 
study shows that the use of information resources by international graduate students 
varied between master students and doctoral students. In situations where they had 
difficulties in defining a career path from their chosen resources, many of them reported 
their expectation for the campus career consulting services. 
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1.1 Problem Definition 
The United States has historically been one of the top destinations for 
international students in the light of its quality higher education system, welcoming 
culture, and various opportunities. According to the 2018 Open Doors Report on 
International Educational Exchange, released by the Institute of International Education 
(IIE), the number of international students enrolled in American colleges and universities 
(including continuing students and newcomers) has experienced strong growth since the 
1950s. While there were just 26,000 foreign students enrolled in the school year 1949-
1950, the number roughly doubled every decade. The number of international students in 
the United States surpassed one million for the third consecutive year, increasing by 1.5 
percent to reach a new high of 1,094,792 international students in the United States for 
the academic year 2017-2018. This total number of international students includes those 
who currently enrolling in academic programs and those participating in the Optional 
Practical Training (OPT) program, which allows international students to practice their 
skills in the United States for up to 12 months during or after they complete their 
academic programs, or up to 36 months for students who have earned a degree in the 
fields of Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics, otherwise known as 
STEM. Therefore, research on this group of patrons is an important subject to people 
from all sorts of research areas, including the Library and Information Science (LIS) area.
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At the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the total number of 2,477 
international students, including 1,161 undergraduates, 1,229 graduates, and 87 
professionals, takes up to 8.3 percent of the student population. In the Fall 2018 term, 
UNC admitted 1,726 international students in total, including 1,023 international 
graduate students from nearly 80 countries (UNC Analytic Reports, 2019). As reported, 
international graduate students constitute a great proportion of the international student 
community. 
As an international graduate student at the University of North Carolina in Chapel 
Hill, the researcher is interested in what are the resources do international students would 
use to find career-related resources and what are their challenges. This study analyzes the 
information seeking behaviors among international graduate students at UNC-Chapel hill. 
More specifically, it questions how do international students at UNC-Chapel hill use 
academic information resources for the purpose of identifying their career paths, what 
problems do they encounter through information seeking process, and how do they 
address these problems. Considering the graduate level of the international students takes 
a great majority of international students at UNC-Chapel hill and graduate students are 
more likely to put themselves in the position where they need to making career decisions 
in the near future, this research focuses on digging into the information seeking behaviors 
about this student group. Furthermore, this research makes a comparison between two 
groups of graduate students, master students versus doctoral students. This qualitative 




Through the in-depth interviews of foreign-born graduate students at a highly 
ranked research university in North Carolina, the research explains how master 
international students and doctoral international students are in need of different 
information resources and support. Having a better understanding of the difficulties and 
problems international graduate students face in the United States will provide the 
university and other outreach programs a perception of their information needs and 
barriers, in order to develop solutions to offer practical assistance to them. Addressing the 
needs of this patron population would bring considerable benefits to international 
students' academic experience at UNC-Chapel hill and improve the institution’s academic 
reputation and brand cognition. 
 
1.2 Research Questions 
The research questions for this study were: 
1. What information resources do international students at UNC use for the purpose 
of choosing a career? 
2. Is there a difference between master students’ and doctoral students’ information 
seeking behavior in terms of making career-path decisions? If so, what’s the 
difference? 
3. What challenges do they experience when seeking career-related information? 




2 Literature Review 
2.1 Exploration in Information Seeking Behavior 
Information seeking is “a process in which humans purposefully engage in order 
to change their state of knowledge” (Marchionini & Komlodi, 1998). Typically, a search 
process begins with a problem and a need to solve the problem. The information need is 
one of the reasons for seeking information and approaching information resources. 
Marchionini (1995) identifies six main factors as influencing information seeking, 
including the information seeker (his/her cognitive ability, experience, affective states, 
etc.); domain knowledge, task characteristics, system capabilities, setting or environment 
where information-seeking activities take place, and search outcomes. Many of these 
factors were taken into account in studies of university students’ information seeking 
behavior research. 
 
2.2 University Students’ Information Seeking Behaviors 
One of the most widely studied subjects of all LIS research is that of “student”. 
Julien et al. (2011) found that students constitute a minimum of 19% of the participants in 
information behavior studies, and probably a greater percentage than that. Moreover, 
partly because university students are near-at-hand to academic researchers, university 
students have frequently been sampled in information behavior investigations. According 
to research settings, different researchers employed different approaches. There is 
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not yet a widely-used method to conduct research on Information Seeking Behavior 
(ISB). Relevant research papers can be categorized into two categories: comparison 
between multiple groups of students and analysis of one group of students.  
Sookhtanlo, M., Mohammadi, H. M., & Rezvanfar, A. (2010) compared ISB of 
Bachelor of Science and Master of Science students in four universities on three aspects: 
1) the amounts of ISB, 2) the ISB varieties, and 3) the amounts of available information 
resources. It’s a mixed method qualitative research, researchers conducted a 
questionnaire survey, interviews, and focus groups to explore university students’ 
information seeking behaviors. Furi, I. and Balog, K. P. (2016) conducted a think-aloud 
method research on the sample of six graduate students from different social science 
disciplines, including information sciences, psychology, etc., by asking them to perform 
searches of several given information tasks. Surprisingly, they revealed the poor 
information seeking skills of information-science students. Their result provided useful 
insight into the information behavior of students in the electronic environment (graduate 
students’ search strategy, search steps, feelings, etc.). 
Most, if not all, articles on students’ information seeking behaviors were 
qualitative research. Besides, many of these research articles mentioned Kuhlthau’s 
information search process model (Kuhlthau, C. C, 1991). Eskola (1999) developed a 
model, based on Kuhlthau’s information search process model, for the purpose of 
evaluating information behaviors of university students to examine how students’ 
information needs, information seeking process, and information use are affected. In 
recent years, Kadli & Hanchinal (2015) evaluated ISB and how it was related to the 
changing digital information environment.  
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These research papers covered a wide range of topics in conjunction with 
information seeking behaviors since students’ behavior is a broad topic and can be 
interpreted in different circumstances. 
 
2.3 International Students’ Information Behaviors 
There has been somewhat of an increase in the amount of scholarship in recent 
years performed on the topic of international students’ information seeking behaviors in 
the LIS (Library and Information Science) within the last ten years. The rise in this 
research field reflects the expansion of this patron population during this same time 
period; there has been a significant growth of the number of international students in the 
US in the mid-2000s and 2010s, hitting a record high of 1.1 million in 2016-17.  
The research on this topic covered a range of facets. A number of the current 
research focused on understanding international students ELIS (Everyday Life 
Information Seeking) and how international students using information for adaptation. 
Sin, S. C. J. (2015) surveyed 112 international students in a U.S. public university on 1) 
how frequently respondents used 11 information sources, 2) how difficult it was to find 
information in various domains, and 3) how much their ELIS was affected by various 
information seeking problems. Sin, S. C. J. (2015) found that Web search engines, social 
networking sites, new friends, printed resources, and traditional mass media were the top 
sources for international students ELIS. In addition, the paper also identified difficult 
information domains (e.g., legal information) and types of challenges (e.g., non-credible 
information) of international students. 
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Apart from ELIS research, other papers concentrated on a specific group of 
international students. Jeong, W. (2004) conducted research on Korean graduate students 
and discovered two dissimilation mechanisms in the typical Korean student's information 
seeking behavior: the language barrier and the strong bonds in their ethnic church. 
Malliari, A., Korobili, S., & Zapounidou, S. (2011) evaluated Greek graduate students’ 
ISB and found out that Greek graduate students’ information seeking behavior seemed to 
be influenced by their search experience, computer and web experience, perceived ability 
and frequency of use of e-sources. Duan, X. (2016) conducted a survey on the 
information needs and information-seeking behaviors of Chinese students using 
American libraries and found that the main information need of Chinese students is 
academic resources, but their information needs would be expanded with the 
diversification of library functions.  
While there has been a recent rise in this area of research, the scholarship has not 
sufficiently kept apace of the increase in international students’ populations. More 
research is needed for this patron group, which often experiences challenges in their 
information seeking behaviors in the university. 
  
2.4 Information Seeking Behaviors for Decision-Making 
The exposure to information can result in at least two kinds of results: changes in 
the knowledge of the recipient and application of the information to some task or 
decision. As Donohew and Tipton pointed out, “Much information seeking research is 
intertwined with decision making” (1973, p.251). When faced with a situation that the 
decision maker should make a choice from at least two options, then the person must 
9 
 
gather information that allows each potential choice to be evaluated and compared to the 
alternative(s). McInerney and Suleman’s research indicates that making sound and 
evidence-based decisions require access to information resources as well as an 
understanding of how to use them effectively. 
Decision-making research also assumed uncertainty reduction as a key process, 
however, based on the fact that individuals have limitations to our attention and our 
ability to process information, some researchers have shown that information-seekers 
were more likely to experience information overload as the number of alternatives and 
attributes increase. Simpson and Prusak (1995) argued that information overload 
occurred as a result of a failure of the business community to recognize the ways in 
which information processes add value to information. They produced a conceptual 
model and examined the roles of both information providers and information users, with 
particular emphasis on the needs of double-sided decision-makers for high value-added, 
or quality information. They argued the need to bridge the gap between information 
providers and users in their respective views of each other's roles, competencies, and 
requirements in information.  
 
2.5 Literature on Career Development 
In terms of research on career decision making, there were plentiful research from 
the fields of education and psychology, however, the Library and Information Science 
literature on career development are deficient. One of the relevant studies in the LIS field 
is Anderson’s research (1992). Anderson provided librarians with the helpful details by 
clearly itemizing the types of information required for rational decision making about 
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careers that can be provided by libraries. This study suggested that the growth and 
complexity of careers information mean that libraries were in a position of playing an 
important role in the delivery of career and job information. It also stressed the need for 
library staff who are knowledgeable about the labor market and job trends and staff who 
are able to develop strong core collections in career and job sources. 
Durrance (1993) conducted a research and noted that information needs and 
information seeking in the context of career decision making varied between individuals, 
and she urged librarians to attempt actively to identify those needs. She suggested that 
these information seekers needed the advice to interpret job-related information, to cope 
with a set of career decision-making problems. DeHart and Bleeker (1988) also proposed 
that librarians are expected to educate themselves and informing their patrons about the 
decision-making theories and about changing labor force. These studies established the 
foundation for librarians and information providers to incorporate pragmatic solutions to 
better serve the information seekers on many aspects of information seeking and 
information use in problem-solving and decision-making. 
Several studies have shed light on the topic of graduate students’ career decision 
making. Both quantitative and qualitative pieces of research are found for evaluating this 
topic. Stagg, P., Greenhill, J., & Worley, P. S. (2009) studied medical graduates’ career 
choice by using SPSS to analyze quantitative data of a retrospective survey. They found 
that key influences on graduates choosing a career pathway are: having a spouse/partner 
with a similar background; clinical teachers and mentors; the extended undergraduate 
learning experience; and a specialty preference for general practice. Brass, L. F., et al. 
(2010) collected data from 25 Master-PhD programs and analyzed it using statistical 
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analysis. Based on their study result, they led to the conclusion that most MD-PhD 
program graduates follow career paths generally consistent with their training. However, 
the range of their professional options was broad. Gibbs Jr, K. D., & Griffin, K. A. (2013) 
published a qualitative research by conducting focus groups with 38 students who 
received biomedical PhDs and particularly focused on women and URMs (Under-








The general topic of this project involved discovering graduate students’ 
information seeking behavior. The detailed goal was to show how international graduate 
students at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill seeking information for the 
purpose of choosing a career path. A qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews 
was proposed to investigate students' information needs, information resources, 
information seeking process, and information barriers. Participants for this research were 
required to be international graduate students at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, who are currently enrolled in a master or doctoral program and have had 
some experience with seeking job-related information, including internship, part-time 
jobs, and full-time jobs. A total number of 16 subjects were recruited to participate in this 
study.  
 
3.2 Recruitment of Research Subjects 
Although it would have been ideal to create a simple random sampling frame of 
all international graduates at UNC-Chapel hill, the participation rate would likely have 
been low. Instead, participant recruitment was attempted through snowball sampling, 
which is a nonprobability sampling technique that existing study subjects identified other 
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individuals from among their acquaintances who meet the requirements and willing to 
participate. A participant recruitment email was then sent to potential subjects to indicate 
the details of this study (see Appendix A). This recruitment email gave a description of 
the study’s purpose, risk, and benefits, as well as contact information of the principal 
investigator and advisor. Recruitment remained active until the desired number of 
participants was obtained. As an incentive, each participant received a $10 gift card for 
their full participation in the study.  
 
3.3 Description of Research Method 
Given the consideration that the exploration of respondents’ perceptions of 
information seeking behavior involved some personal and sensitive issues, a face-to-face 
semi-structured interview with corresponding follow-up questions, which enabled 
probing for more information and clarifications of answers, was deemed the ideal method 
to collect data for this study. As Barbara M. Wildemuth wrote, “Semi-structured 
interviews give the interviewer considerable freedom to adjust the questions as the 
interview goes on and to probe far beyond a particular respondent’s answers to the 
predetermined questions” (2009 p.233). Wildemuth (2009) also declared, “Semi-
structured interviews are one of the most useful data collection methods for studying a 
wide range of information behaviors” (p. 240). An interview guide, which contained a list 
of prepared questions and topic areas that should be covered, was designed to guide the 
interviewer to facilitate interviews (see Appendix B).  
For this study, participants remained anonymous and no personal information that 
can be used as identifiers was solicited. On top of that, a voice recorder with participants’ 
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permission was used during the whole interview. The use of audio taping method 
provided a detailed insight into the responses of the participants and helped validated the 
accuracy and completeness of the information collected. 
 
3.4 Research Design and Procedure 
The interviews were conducted in the Research Hub Cubes located on the second 
floor, in the Davis Library. Each cube provided a semi-private space which was designed 
for collaborative schoolwork. Each participant was scheduled for an hour time slot. The 
entire interview lasted from 25 to 40 minutes and provided the researcher with the 
opportunity to ask more about participants’ experiences of their job-related information 
seeking behaviors and their opinions of different types of information resources. 
Additionally, participants were asked about their information barriers when seeking 
career-related information. 
The interview began with briefly introducing subjects about the purpose of the 
study and informing them of their rights and confidentiality in participating. The 
researcher then verbally informed the participants that the interview will be audio 
recorded and described the ways that will assure the anonymity of the research subject. 
After that, the participants were directed to an online pre-interview questionnaire that 
included a few demographic questions, including the participant’s department, program, 
gender, age range, nationality, years in the US and previous or current job (see Appendix 
C). The online questionnaire was administered through Qualtrics, an online survey 
software package that is available to all UNC-Chapel hill students via a grant from 
Qualtrics, Inc. Afterward, the researcher warmed up with small talk and then the 
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interview proceeded to the main body where the researcher followed the interview guide. 
The interview ended with a cooling off time in which the interviewer eased the 
conversation out of the interview. Finally, the interviewer thanked the subjects for their 
time, gave the $10 gift card, and asked for a receipt from them followed by their 
signature and date. 
 
3.5 Data Analysis 
 After interviews were conducted and transcripts of each interview were 
completed, data were analyzed using qualitative data analysis method. Comparison of all 
of the transcripts allowed the researcher to identify common information resources and 
reasons for viewing them as their top resources for career-related information. In 
addition, by analyzing the content, the researcher looked for not only shared 
characteristics but also differences between master students and doctoral students.  
This study analyzed interview data by using content analysis method. Content 
analysis involves identification and description of behaviors presented by respondents, 
taking into account the context of each individual’s particular experience. This type of 
qualitative data analysis method is particularly useful in conjunction with semi-structured 
interviews for the reason that narrative analysis provides a richly textured approach to the 








 Sixteen graduate students from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
participated in this study, including males and females ranged in age from 20s to 30s. 
Participants were asked to identify their gender, age range, nationality, education 
program, and years in the United States in the pre-interview questionnaire. Demographic 
information is summarized in Table 1.  
 n %  n % 
Gender   Nationality   
    Male 9 56.25     Chinese 12 75.00 
    Female 7 43.75     Indian 3 18.75 
Age Range       Korean 1 6.25 
    20 - 24 8 50.00 Years in the US   
    25 - 29 7 43.75     0 - 2 8 50.00 
    30 - 34 1 6.25     3 - 5 6 37.50 
Graduate Program       6 or above 2 12.50 
    Masters 9 56.25 
Total 16 100.00 
    Doctorates 7 43.75 
Table 1. Participants Demographics (N=16) 
 The study intended to recruit a balanced number between participants from SILS 
and participants from other schools, however, due to the use of snowball sampling 
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method, the subjects, whom this study obtained, mainly relied on previous subjects. The 
researcher had limited control of the distribution of the population. As a result, there were 
twelve participants (75%) from the School of Information and Library Science, two 
participants (12.5%) from the Department of Statistics and Operations Research, one 
student (6.25%) from the School of Education, and one student (6.25%) enrolled in a dual 
degree program from the School of Government and the School of Information and 
Library Science.  
All participants had experiences in seeking for job-related information. Thirteen 
of them (81.25%) had varying job experiences, from on-campus research assistant and 
teaching assistant to industry positions as interns or employees. Whereas the remaining 
three participants (18.75%) had no prior working experiences. 
 
4.2 Interviews 
 All interviews were performed over the course of three weeks and conducted as 
designed in the semi-private Research Hub Cubes at Davis Library. Each participant was 
questioned in regard to their use of information resources in seeking job-related 
information, difficulties in identifying a career path, and potential assistance that might 
help to mitigate his/her issues. The interviews of sixteen international graduates at UNC-
Chapel hill produced a diverse range of responses over their information seeking 
behaviors. Interview recordings were then reviewed and extensive transcription were 
made. Based on that, several findings were observed. 
 In terms of constructive information resources, interviewees were asked to rank 
their top five resources in the order of preference. Some participants stated that they 
18 
 
didn’t have as many as five resources, they only used two or three resources for the 
purpose of career-related information seeking. There were no two ranks that exactly the 
same in order, but when comparing between two groups of participants (masters and 
doctors), two sets of common information resources, as well as information barriers, were 
identified.  
 
4.3 Master Students Information Seeking Behavior 
Seven out of the interviewed master students (77.8%) viewed LinkedIn as an 
important resource, six of them (66.7%) chose Listserv as one of their primary 
information resources, which is a mailing list service provided from their department, and 
five (55.6%) mentioned the Indeed job-search website. Other information resources 
included Handshake, Glassdoor, organization website, personal connections, campus 
career events, etc. When asked for the current focus of their career path, eight students 
(88.9%) would like to enter a career in industry, and one student (11.1%) was interested 
in academia. 
Information seeking for career decision making was a heterogeneous process 
which the situations that led to information seeking were numerous and varied 
considerably between individuals. Although many master respondents chose the same 
information resources, many of them expressed various kinds of reasons regarding how 
they made use of that information resource. For example, Subject 01 described the 
usefulness of the job recommendation function of LinkedIn as the main reason. She 
stated, 
“It [LinkedIn] provides you positions that you might be interested every day … 
since it has a very powerful recommendation system than Handshake. I found the 
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accuracy of this recommendation is very great. I feel like it can read my mind… 
Based on your browsing history, it will recommend you other similar positions 
from companies that you might be interested in.” 
 
Other subjects expressed their use of LinkedIn because they were able to build 
connections with other people on the social networking site. For instance, they had 
conversations with other alumni from the same department and talked about their 
previous career decision-making, Subject 13 said that she expected to get some 
inspiration out of it, which would have an impact on her own career decision. 
International graduate students making a career decision were very aware that this 
decision would be intimately connected to their long-term life planning. So, they would 
spend countless amount of time on gathering information before making the decision. 
When asked for the reasons why some master respondents ranked the Indeed website as 
their top five information resources, two of them described how they use Indeed to gather 
information about positions that they were interested in. Subject 04 stated, 
“To me, I think the most useful thing of indeed is not about job applications, but 
gather information about certain companies and certain positions. Cause I did try 
to have a look at average salary and employee’s reviews from indeed. That 
information helps me make decisions.” 
 
Similarly, for those who mentioned Glassdoor, it was shown that they used it for 
almost identical purposes as to the purposes of using Indeed. Purposes included checking 
salaries for different positions, familiarizing with interview experiences, and collecting 
other useful information of specific companies. The result reflected that the process of 
career decision making involved decisions regarding not only the ultimate goal of 
entering a particular job market, but a myriad of choices and decisions leading to that 
stage. Such decisions included determining one’s interests and aptitudes, matching these 
with potential careers, investigating these options and the means to achieve them. 
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Another confirmatory finding is that the information resources to which 
individuals turned when making career decisions differed fundamentally from the 
significance of one’s previous working experiences. Two participants reported that they 
had two to three years of full-time working experience before entering the master 
program. For them, since they had already thought about their post-graduation career 
path, their information need tended to be related to how to collect information about the 
steps to take to fit in a position that they were interested in. For instance, Subject 11 felt 
campus career events were not a good match to them and he explained, 
“I’ve been to a couple of workshops, like the UX panel, but I never made any 
direct contact. Part of the reason is that I have previously had some job searching 
experience already, I would say I’m more comfortable with the basics. Usually, 
what they do is that they try to help students get started if they have very little 
experience… But career fairs I don’t go. I don’t think they are good for my 
purpose... It’s very busy being there. It makes you feel busy cause people are 
crowded. I don’t think it’s very effective cause it’s too much going on.” 
 
Therefore, in order to meet their information needs, these two participants stated 
that they preferred to talk to people. They further explained that the way their advisors 
and friends shaped their career-path decisions was to offer feedback and suggestions that 
could help them to know more about their own decisions. On top of that, they also 
reached out to individuals whom they thought might be helpful to talk to, for the purpose 
of understanding their work as well as life. One of them described as, 
“I usually just traded as a casual conversation. To me, it’s more about building a 
trusting relationship with them. The way I see it is like a conversation, not an 
interrogation. I want to get to know the person. I want to get to understand the 
person’s mindset and maybe we can chat about the job and the process of getting 
the job.” 
 
The rest seven participants had little working experience before they enrolled in 
the master program. When searching for job-related information, their primary concern 
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was the reliability of information resources. Which is why many of them emphasized the 
importance of Handshake and career events held by the University Career Services 
(UCS). Although the frequency of being ranked as top 5 was lower than LinkedIn and 
Indeed, many participants frequently indicated that both Handshake and career events on 
campus were reported as the most reliable resources which offered career-related 
information targeting UNC-Chapel hill students. 
Most of the master respondents reported that they got to know Handshake from 
the graduate orientation held by the Graduate School and started to use it since then. In 
terms of the use of Handshake, many respondents described that they took advantage of 
the list of the job postings on Handshake, which consists of the most viewed jobs by 
students’ in the similar majors. As reported, this job list gave insights into a range of 
possible career paths for students to choose from. Apart from that, students would get 
email notifications of the upcoming career events at UNC-Chapel hill sent from 
Handshake, which was considered as another great functionality. Additionally, Subject 
13 described that she used Handshake to make reservations to the University Career 
Services to get advice on the career decision-making, suggestions over her resume and 
job searching process. 
In view of the career events, all of the respondents declared that they were aware 
of a variety of events hosted by the UCS, such as career fairs, information sessions, and 
workshops. However, according to participants’ own experiences, information sessions, 
compared to all the other services the UCS provided, were considered the most 
constructive resources for them to identify their career path. Two subjects who attended 
Information Sessions of Google, Amazon, and Cisco shared their experiences,  
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“Usually they [information sessions] are like at least one hour, so you’ll know 
many aspects of that company... It covered a lot of stuff… There were two UNC 
graduates and one is from our department, so it’s very good to know what he’s 
doing at Google. It’s one of the best ways for me to understand what the job is 
like and what kind of situations will I meet in the future.”  
 
“The goal .... is more like discovering what’s going on in that company, what are 
they doing in that company. They will introduce what kind of jobs they have and 
what they would expect you to do in those jobs. If the companies that I’m 
interested in coming [to UNC] to do that, definitely I’ll go to their information 
sessions, cause I think that’s more helpful [than career fairs].”  
 
In regards to the challenges of information seeking behaviors for career decision 
making, the respondents of this study asserted that they had encountered some difficulties 
and got the feeling of anxiety, to some extent. Considering their self-expectations when 
making career decisions about what to do with their lives after graduation, some of those 
respondents had little conception of how to balance between individual needs and social 
needs. Subject 011 noted,  
“I would say the biggest challenge is that having to think about what I want to do 
versus how much I want to get paid versus where I am. Obviously, being a 
foreign student, there can be quite a bit of restriction on what kind of jobs you can 
get ... So the challenge is balancing what I want versus what I can get. It’s always 
tricky and I believe it’s a question that most international students would have to 
face at some point in their career.” 
 
In addition, more than half of the respondents mentioned networking was one of 
the major difficulties. It was reported that international graduate students understood the 
value of networking in the United States. They hoped to talk to people to see how they 
made their career decision and what was the path they took to get there, however, many 
of them emphasized the barrier of starting a conversation. As Subject 14 noted, 
“So, one of the challenges I think which really plays a crucial role in united states 
is you should network, I guess. Because if you have good network… rather than 
back in India, but I think it’s important elsewhere, it’s very very crucial in the 
United States. So, I mean I don’t have good network before I come here. I don’t 
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have a good network even right now, so I’m still working on that. This is one of 
the biggest challenges which I think I have to face.” 
 
When asked what kind of assistance they hoped to be provided to solve their 
information challenges, some of the respondents emphasized the importance of the 
support that the University Career Services (UCS) and the International Students and 
Scholar Services (ISSS) could deliver. Subject 11 noted, 
“Cause a lot of times when international students looking for career advice, they 
are not looking for only career advice, they are looking for living and immigration 
advice as well. Because that’s what tied into their job seeking, right? So, I think if 
there’s some component to that, it would be helpful. And that shouldn’t be tied 
into job seeking process and not, for example, the ISSS, which helps with your 
documentation and administrative things. Those are separate things, right?” 
 
One of the international master students interviewed also suggested that the UCS 
and the ISSS should connect with each other and host some sessions specifically for 
international graduates’ career services. These services were expected to inform them of 
career planning and development, as well as networking skills in the United States. For 
example, how to initiate a conversation and exit a conversation in a polite and natural 
manner in American culture. Sometimes, international students didn’t know what’s 
acceptable and how to interpret non-verbal expressions. It’s subtle, but critical.  
 
4.4 Doctoral Students Information Seeking Behavior 
For doctoral students, six of them (85.7%) valued personal connections as their 
top information resources, and four of them (57.1%) considered academic conferences as 
helpful resource to gather career-related information. Other information resources 
mentioned were Listserv, Google, campus career events, etc. Five interviewees (71.4%) 
reported that they had formulated their career path, in which four of them (57.1%) hoped 
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to stay in academia and one (14.3%) hoped to enter a career in industry. Two 
interviewees (28.6%) reported that they had not yet selected a career. They would wait to 
see the outcome of their doctoral research before they made career decisions. 
Interestingly, doctoral students depended much less on social sites, such as 
LinkedIn, Indeed, and Handshake, than master students. Although most of them reported 
that they had their profile on these platforms, they rarely use them to make connections 
with people, to get job-related information. As one respondent described that, 
“I do have a LinkedIn account which I don’t know when I made it, maybe in 
master, cause everyone else has an account. But I don’t even remember the 
password of my account. I don’t use it.” 
 
In regards to the most helpful information resources, international doctoral 
students in this study relied heavily on people whom they trusted to advise their 
decisions: their lab colleagues, and people perceived to have personal expertise with the 
situations being investigated. One respondent described her connections with people in-
person as the easiest and most straightforward way for her to get job-related information, 
in terms of learning about open positions that are available and relevant to her research 
interest. In one case, many respondents reported that Ph.D. students shared their opinions 
and future plans with one and other in the same lab environment. As one participant 
noted, the lab group felt like her work family since they spent most of their research time 
in the same lab, socializing with other students in the same environment was indeed a 
great way to discuss Ph.D. experiences, get advice and help, and make friends.  
In another case, Ph.D. students reported that they sometimes reached out to other 
senior Ph.D. students from the same program. For the purpose of gaining a thorough 
25 
 
understanding of different career options based on their past experiences to help him 
develop his career path. As Subject 16 mentioned, 
“It helps especially if you talk to some senior Ph.D. students, probably they have 
done internships in industry, they will tell you what kind of jobs did they do in 
that company. Or if they have more experiences doing research, they will know 
more people in the field than you know basically. They will know how many 
recent graduate students went to industry and how many went to academia. They 
will tell you a lot of information that could help you get an opinion what will the 
future be like if you go to academia or if you go to the industry. I think it really 
helped a lot for me when I talked to those senior Ph.D. students.” 
 
Furthermore, one participant expressed thoughts about the importance of building 
connections to people who were in the position that you are interested in. The process of 
communicating with them was to find the position drew his attention and then reach out 
to that person to ask them more details about that position aim to discover whether that 
position is indeed something appealing to you and whether you are capable of. According 
to Subject 06, 
“I look at People who do similar research to mine, I see where they are doing 
research from; what conferences they go to; what kinds of companies go to those 
conferences; what sort of labs the professor affiliated with. [Then] I go to 
conferences and ask them how did you get this job or how did you end up in this 
position. I found that very helpful. The other thing is that I also talk to people, tell 
them this is what I’m interested in, do you know anybody who’s doing anything 
like this. And then they introduce me to those people. Research is a small field, 
people know each other.” 
 
Additionally, attending academic conferences was reported as one of the top 
information resources by four international doctoral respondents. Many of the major 
conferences in their research field held every year, which gave students a great chance to 
build connections with researchers of similar interests, to meet the keynote speakers for 
advice, and to understand hot topics and get future research trends in their area. 
Moreover, as two respondents mentioned, for students who were interested in working in 
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academia, small group discussions within big conferences or small sized conferences 
were more preferable for them to engage in. Two participants commented on this as 
follows, 
“Academic conferences are way better than I thought it would be. There’s an 
interest group at the conference. Depending on sub-area that you’re interested in. I 
did it because I want to be in the discussion.” 
 
“I actually like small sized ones better than those super big ones. Cause you get to 
really make connections to people. And it’s not that overwhelming. Like having 
thousands or tens of thousands of people in one place, there are so many different 
sessions that you can go to. It’s kind of hard for you to be at different places at the 
same time, right? So, you have to really prioritize which session you want to 
attend to and that’s really hard for me. It’s really exhausting attending 
[large]conferences.” 
 
Despite the result from the interviews that doctoral participants generally did not 
rely much on services and events held on campus, one of the interviewees mentioned an 
open talk in his department helped him to understand one of the procedure he would take 
in the future if he chose to work in academia, which indirectly influenced his career-
decision making. Subject 03 noted, 
“For instance, our department right now is currently interviewing 5 positions for 
my department. The way they are doing it is that they invited potential candidates 
to first give a talk. It’s for Ph.D. students in their last year or postdoc. The talks 
are open to everyone, so I went to a lot of them to see what kind of students, how 
to give talks, how large is the competition.” 
 
Another finding was that several respondents indicated their information seeking 
behavior related to career decisions had changed over the years. Because their 
information needs had changed when they are doctor students, their information 
resources changed correspondingly. Based on their responses, when they were doing 
masters, they were more likely to in need of finding internships in their interested field, 
so what they would do was to attend events, search online and gather information. 
27 
 
However, for doctoral students who intended to stay in academia after graduation, their 
main focus was to continue their research and to present their work to people in the same 
area. Subject 06 opined that, 
“When I was a master student, I used indeed.com for internships. As a master 
student, I went to events held by the University Career Services. I got feedback on 
my resume and other stuff... As a Ph.D. student, what I really care about is that 
my publications are being shown on my resume ... So, the focus changes. [Now is 
more about] Present your skill sets, what have you done.” 
 
In terms of information barriers, some respondents indicated that they didn’t see 
challenges in formulating a focus of their career, but how to fit in that position. In 
contrast, other respondents reported that they had encountered some difficulties in 
identifying their career path. Two doctoral students expressed their opinions on the lack 
of strong support of our university, by comparing career services at UNC to career 
services in other universities. One of them experienced confusion when he didn’t know 
where to look for resources to understand the job market he’s interested in, Subject 10 
stated, 
“[There is] still huge gaps between how you see the company versus what the 
company really is. Although information resources are enough. Organizing that 
information by yourself takes a lot of time and energy. It’s overwhelming even 
thinking of them.” 
  
Another respondent interviewed proposed his concern about how to evaluating the 
usefulness of information online. He demonstrated his challenges in analyzing all sorts of 
information in that information has to be processed and organized all by himself. The 
university could have provided a short list for students to provide guidance. Some 
guidance handbook would definitely simplify the process of searching for and 
interpreting useful information resources. Because if students exploit resources by 
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themselves, more attention must be devoted both to exploring suitable materials and to 
offering signposts to it. As Subject 06 noted, 
“I don’t think we have a strong resource over here for helping students get an 
overview of jobs. It’s become mostly advisor driven, or you have to do it by 
yourself. Systematically, I don’t think there is any support. Frankly, everybody 
will get a job, so I don’t think they find a need to do that. But you know, students 
have to put a lot of effort to make that happen.” 
 
In terms of assistance for international graduates, several respondents 
demonstrated that the University Career Services and other related offices on campus had 
the potential to alter the way that students interact with information. These offices could 
build connections to more organizations and companies, including but not limited to large 
corporations like Google, Amazon, and Cisco. When possible, inviting them to give 
students a talk on employment opportunities or hold events. Or arranging small events 
like tea talks, for a chat about careers and life after college over tea and refreshments. 
That is to say, according to many respondents, what they hoped the university could 
make progress on was to understand their needs and provide more support and guidance 
in their career journey. As stated by Subject 03, 
“I think the kind of assistance would help is to really understand what level of … 
what kind of requirements there are and how’s the life of being a researcher in 
that area. That’s the kind of information that as students we do not understand. So 
we can talk to professors, they know their lives. But the professor also doesn’t 
fully understand how is the life of a person working in the industry. They 
[researchers in the industry] also do research … so I would definitely what to 
know is how this job is going to be like in the future, and how that job is going to 








The students interviewed for this study had some shared experiences regarding 
this patron group’s information seeking behaviors for making career decisions. In the 
situation of formulating one’s career path, subjects in this study commonly expressed 
their use of multiple information resources. Master students and doctoral students 
presented significant differences with regards to information resources. While most 
master students interviewed demonstrated that they inclined toward social networking 
platform and job search engines, doctoral students described interpersonal connections 
and academic conferences were their main information resources.  
The interviews with students at UNC-Chapel Hill also implied the diversity of 
experiences and perspective within the international graduate student community. Some 
students described that they did experience some difficulties and they expressed an 
appreciation for more professional assistance offered from the university, whereas other 
students explained that their problem could only be solved on their own, which is because 
their chosen career path was hard to follow. 
Notably, every participant in this study described the awareness of university 
events and services provided by the University Career Services and the International 
Students and Scholar Services, however, the interviews suggested that international 
graduates were not completely likely to turn to their assistance for the purpose of getting 
personal advice on making up their career plans, or gathering employers and positions 
information. Although that was probably the most reliable resource they can turn to, a lot 
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of them didn’t actually make good use of the university resource. Partly because of the 
deficient understandings about diverse career development needs of international 
students, on-campus resources were viewed as treating international students as an 
affinity group and fail to offer customized services to them. While there is an abundance 
of on-campus career services available, conscious effort needs to be made to make them 
more accessible and available to international students. On the other hand, language 
barriers and cultural gaps can also contribute to infrequent interactions between career 
counseling personnel and international students (Luo, 2013). These barriers discourage 
international students from seeking help from people outside their social circle, which 
leads to the result that international students prefer reaching out to friends and people 
whom they’ve already known in person. 
Some of the findings from this research also reflect on previous findings in other 
information seeking studies involving international students’ pathway to career planning 
and decision-making, such as that of a study conducted by Yih-Jiun Shen and Edwin L. 
Herr (2004). They reported that major, gender, and geography were not salient factors 
affecting the students’ career placement needs. Students used contacts in their academic 
fields far more than they used campus career services, due to negative perceptions of or 
limited services that the center could provide. Similarly, in this research, many students 
reported that they preferred the Listserv emails sent from their department faculty over 
the career services from the university.  
According to another study conducted by Natalee Elizabeth Popadiuk and Nancy 
Marie Arthur (2014), they found that career decision-making is a group effect. In their 
interviews, participants emphasized the importance of gathering the opinions of others, in 
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both personal and professional realms, and that these opinions weighed in heavily in their 
decision. However, the participants in this study reported they made decisions not only 
from interpersonal relationships, but also seeking employers and positions information 
through online job search engines. One possible explanation for this difference might be 
that their interview questions were designed to be more focused on how different kinds of 
relationships would influence student’s decision, whereas this study includes more 
generalized open-ended questions. More research is needed to better understand the 
nuances of research findings.  
The study was limited in that it failed to incorporate students of the regions that 
were hoped to be reached, such as Africa, Europe, and South America. The students were 
drawn from only three countries on the same continent, and twelve of them were from the 
same country. In other words, the results of this partialized study cannot be presumed to 
be generalizable to substantiate the information behavior of the entire group of 
international graduate students. However, when looking on the bright side of this 
sampling bias, the snowball sampling process, which used in this study to recruit 
participants, represented the interpersonal relationship of the international student 
community at the graduate level, especially in the community of Chinese students within 
this context. 
The study was also limited in that some participants in this study haven’t made 
their career decisions which may have an influence on the result. Although all of the 
participants are required to have had some previous information-seeking experiences of 
job-related information, some doctoral students reported that since they are still in the 
beginning stage of their program, they haven’t started to gather information for career 
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decision-making purposes. The researcher should have taken this into consideration 
before recruiting participants. For example, in the recruitment letter, it would be more 
appropriate to add another requirement declaring that the students should be in their last 






 Overall, this research provides evidence for the use of information resources by 
international graduate students at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill varied 
between master students and doctoral students. LinkedIn, Listserv, and Indeed were the 
most used resources to master students, whereas personal connections and academic 
conferences were the most used resources to doctoral students. While there was no one 
particular resource that could be used to feed their information needs, international 
graduate students benefited from different resources that they got to know from their 
friends and school events, for example, the Graduate School Orientation. In situations 
where they had difficulties in defining a career path from their chosen resources, they 
reported their expectation for the campus career consulting services. There are still 
potentials for the University Career Services to provide more accessible and more 
customized services to this student population. A strength of this study is that it adds 
insight into the information seeking behavior, needs, and challenges of international 
graduate students as they seeking career-related information to make career decisions. 
Of course, while this research has identified behaviors and challenges, further 
research is certainly warranted on international students’ information seeking for career 
decision-making. Future researchers might continue this study and focus on 
understanding the international students’ use of University Career Services and 
International Students and Scholar Services at UNC from both the students’ perspectives 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 
1. Where do you see yourself after getting this postgraduate degree? Why are you 
interested in doing that? 
 
2. Among all the information resources you’ve ever made use of, what are the top 5 
resources you would view as constructive resources in finding job-related 
information? Why do you choose them over other resources? 
 
3. Please indicate how do you get to know these information resources and how long 
have you used them. 
a. If the answer to this question includes an event or workshop, then the 
follow-up question will be can you offer any information on that event or 
workshop; 
b. If the answer to this question mentions one (or more) individual(s), then 
the follow-up question will be can you offer any information on that 
person or those people (the role of the person and the relationship between 
you); 
c. If the answer to this question refers to a course or any campus resource, 
then the follow-up question will be can you offer any information on that 
course or resources; 
d. If the answer to this question is related to an internship or a previous job, 
then the follow-up question will be can you offer any information on that 
experience; 
e. If the answer to this question brings up anything else other than the 
previously listed resources, then the follow-up question will be can you 
tell me more about that resource. 
 
4. Please describe any challenges you faced during the time in which you were 
identifying your career path. Have you found a solution to that problem? If so, 






Appendix B: Participant Recruitment Email 
To: [Selected participants] 




I am a student at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, seeking a Master's degree 
in Library and Information Science. I invite you to participate in a research study entitled 
Exploration of Career-related Information Seeking Behavior on International Graduate 
Students at University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, which is being conducted under 
the advisement of Dr. Bradley M. Hemminger, SILS (UNC-Chapel Hill). The purpose of 
this study is to identify and explore the job-related information resources that 
international graduate students at UNC adopt for the purpose of choosing a career, as 
well as the challenges that individuals have experienced during the information seeking 
process. 
 
You are eligible to participate in this study if you are currently pursuing a Master or 
Ph.D. degree at UNC and have had some experience with seeking for job-related 
information, including internship, part-time jobs, and full-time jobs. 
 
Your participation will involve participating in an in-depth interview that will be 
conducted at a time and location that is mutually convenient. The interview questions will 
cover a range of aspects of this research topic, including constructive information 
resources, how you find those resources, and difficulties you’ve faced. The interview will 
last approximately 40 mins and will be audiotaped. You also may be asked to participate 
in follow-up visits, phone conversations, and/or email exchanges as needed. The total 
time for these follow-up communications will be no more than 20 minutes. 
 
Your involvement in the study will be compensated $10 gift card, and you may choose 
not to participate or to stop at any time without penalty or loss of benefits. All the 
research data including any of your personal information will be kept confidential and 
will be held in a secure location. The results of the research study may be published, but 
your name will not be used.  
 
Your identity will not be associated with your responses in any published format. 
The findings from this project may provide information that will add to the knowledge 
base of international students’ information seeking behavior. There are no known risks or 





If you would like to participate in this study, or if you have any questions about this 
research project, please feel free to send me an e-mail at zimu@live.unc.edu. 
 
Thank you for your consideration! Please keep this letter for your records. 
 
Zimu Li 
MSIS Candidate, 2019 
School of Information and Library Science 






Appendix C: Pre-Interview Questionnaire 
1. Which department are you currently in?  
_______________________________________________ 
2. What is your program? 
_______________________________________________ 
3. Are you a master or PhD student? 
☐ Master 
☐ PhD 
☐ Other, please indicate: __________________________ 
4. What is your gender? 
☐ Male 
☐ Female 
☐ Other, please indicate: __________________________ 
5. What is your age? 
☐ Under 20 
☐ 20 - 24 
☐ 25 - 29 
☐ 30 - 34 
☐ 35 - 39 
☐ 40 or above 
6. What is your nationality? 
_______________________________________________ 
7. How many years have you been in the United States? 
☐ 0 - 2 
☐ 3 - 5 
☐ 6 and above 
8. What’s your previous job or current job? (“N/A” if not applicable) 
_______________________________________________ 
 
